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Apologia 


Something Solid, unlike Apparition Poems, is a book which knows its place. The God-forsaken quality 
of the poems strung in numbers is replaced by a sense of consolidation with the core values which 
render poetry useful for most literary landscapes— incidents and situations chosen for interrogation, 
involving the poet in memory, sensuality, and the formality of the traditional sonnet (and newfangled 
double sonnet, twenty-eight lines); a downward curve, as it were, into these topos, rather than an 
upward curve into serious philosophical discourse. What would make the book more than a curiosity 
(or, perhaps, anti-curiosity) to such discourse, is a Barthes-ian acknowledgement of a basic literary 
principle which philosophy finds distasteful, but which nonetheless has and will always dictate 
individual literary economies— we tend to read and re-read what we find pleasurable to read and re- 
read. The pleasure principle inhering in texts and textuality may dictate that Something Solid, despite 
its not being angled in a strictly original way, will be read and re-read with more pleasure and avidity 
than Apparition Poems, which most, including discursive types, may choose to respect from a 
distance. The version of poetic memory explored here has as its ensign an engagement with two 
periods in time, one place specific— the Nineties, and Aughts Philadelphia. Built into the book’s 
willfully conventional dynamic, is the imposition, on these periods, of an aura of romantic chaos, of 
the possibility of the poet’s consciousness, in medias res in the appointed zeitgeists, conflating internal 
with external vicissitudes, so that the book resonates as both completely personal and ripe for 
universalization. The poet stands within the text and its dramas, a self-conscious synecdoche. 


Where sensuality is taken in the text is to a locale configured to purify and transcendentalize its 
manifestation into an emergence of imaginative, dramatic reality. Bodies are not seen as real but 
hyperreal; the carnal acts as a portal into its own effacement, into the larger existence of Eros as an 
idea and ideal to mystify the objective, express the effacement also of objectivity into immediacy, 
drama, and the aesthetic establishing its own, rightful claim on aestheticized language, in as ideal form 
as the text will allow. Imagination in the text establishes its own body— possibilities glimpsed, starting 
from sense. Undulant, an early standout from the text, performs this task— layering sensual and 
imaginative data, the tactile over and under the imaginative, so as to solidify, both pleasure in the text 
for capable readers, immersion in time-zone or zeitgeist awareness, and formal innovation for what 
peregrinations can be compressed into fourteen lines. This ambitious task subsists past the manner of 
Keats and Wordsworth, in their respective sonnets, into a Neo-Romanticism of all these conflated 
elements, coalescing in simultaneity. Not philosophy, but not simple either. The grounded quality of 
the text, against Apparition Poems, answers perversion with exuberance, a haunted house with an 
eternal salon. 


The sonnet, as a poetic form, is traditionally an enemy of philosophy. Brevity and compression of data 
are both adversarial to the development of discourse and discursive contexts. Why the sonnet here 
was chosen and set into dynamic motion was to undo preconceptions regarding what the sonnet’s 
possibilities are, in practice, if hinged to an imaginative premise. For the book, the poet invented a 
form— what he calls a double sonne— one sonnet atop another, as a twenty-eight line poem, rather 
than a fourteen line poem. Precisely half the poems in Something Solid are double sonnets. The 
expectation horizon of twenty-eight lines is, or can be construed to be, radically dissimilar to the 
original mere fourteen. In twenty-eight lines, the /#/e song, angled against intellectual expansiveness, 
takes on a new stripe as a vessel or vehicle more pliant, more nimble, more about widening parameters 
so that memory, sensuality, and drama, have a stage to perform, do their tricks on, both adequately lit 
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and adequately built to support their weight. Yet, the precision of the form— twenty-eight lines— 
renders some compression necessary, so that the traditional sonnet geist of willing confinement, 
enforced brevity, and the phenomenological tension which ensues, for both poet and reader, still 
stakes a claim and imposes that poetry remains poetry. 


For Something Solid to transcend the merely tautological— poetry being poetry, long-established 
tropes within poetry digging in their respective heels to reestablish their subsistence— the 
combination of elements which inhere in the text must gather themselves together and travel, as if 
thrown with substantial velocity, to a unique gestalt locale. The locale, as a congeries of all its 
component parts, is crystallized, in miniaturized form, in Undulant— the charm, sense of 
transgression or danger thwarted or neutralized, and /risson built into a life, unconventional amidst all 
the conventionality, consecrated against bourgeois pursuits. The poet is not domesticated. Rather, in 
his travels, the pursuit is for the richness of flight, and the phenomenology of flight, travel, as an end 
in itself. The poet, as an arrow flying through spaces at any moment enchanted or damned, is in love 
with the very principle of dynamism perpetuating itself. What gravitas is expressed, what objectivity is 
reached for, has to do with an understanding reached, through the composition of the book, what 
human life can offer to this form of consciousness, which craves a mien of the unsettled. Here’s how 
motion or dynamism is achieved, here’s how pieces may fall around it. The rogue poet is no one new, 
to be sure. This rogue poet is not attempting to be new. What he wants is a new kind of textual voyage, 
for himself, to mirror and ricochet against his fleshly voyages. 


Adam Fieled, 2024 


I. The Nineties 


South Street 


The girls Chris & I used to drive down 

to South Street— Erica, Nicole, Dominique— 
rights/privileges extended to us as Seniors— 

I see now that, as usual, the glitter/grime of 
South Street at night (Tower Records big red/ 
yellow sign shone as a talisman, consecrating us) 
hid something darker, deeper, deadened 

against our polite passes. As to what 

world we might’ve woken to had we 

known the truth then— I remember 

bluster, braggadocio (who had who on back seats), 
I also remember the suave sense we had 

that these girls, callow as they were, were ours. 
We could’ve used a brain-scanner, or a noose. 


Trooper 


In La Tazza, a coffee shop in Manayunk, 

a stairway guided you stiffly into a steep-ceiling’d, 
Spartan, red-painted basement, where I 

was stationed with Chris one autumn night 

in ’97. How Jeremy’s posse picked us up 

I don’t know, but we all wound up in an 
apartment, steep-ceiling’d again, on Main Street. Everyone 
wore army jackets; Jeremy was uncharacteristically 
quiet. He had already lost control of his 

cabal, & blew in the wind. The poems sat, 

then, wrapped in a dossier-style presentation, 

at Villanova, among other secret files; as they 

lay, also, in Jeremy’s brain, as tokens that 

he once cared to be a real army-trooper. 


Jeremy walks down Main Street. In his hands 
is a copy of “d” magazine, which he 

hopes to consign anywhere. Rather, he 

hopes to dump in the river, a few blocks 
down. The fame he wants is fast, or nothing. 
He always thought he would make it someday. 
If he doesn’t, it’s not his fault. Perhaps he 
should move to New York, after all. Or 

teach, tutor, bartend, give up the architecture 
routine. His brain is a jumble of low & high. 
It’s worth something to him, to be big. Why 
starve? Why play pauper? It’s true: unless he feels 
royal, royally protected, he can’t write. 

Main Street dead-ends: it’s ruthlessly midnight. 


Elegy’s Ends 


I. 

The Nineties were about queer-in-spirit, 

as was I. Thus, on my first or second night 
ensconced in North Halls, it was no surprise 

to find natives putting gusto into a showing of 
Rocky Hortor on the basketball courts. One 

of the factions already formed showed an interest 
in me; in retrospect, because (I suppose) I was 
cute. Kelly was from Lansdale, Becca & Jeremy 
from the Pittsburgh ‘burbs. As the Time Warp 
was done on the hastily erected, not particularly 
professional-looking screen, I time warped into 

a new dimension or space-time continuum. 

Kelly pulled me aside— we stood in shadows 
behind the throng— kissed, as the ghouls collapsed. 


I. 

Ren & Stimpy were two cartoon imbeciles 
Kelly doted on. Late at night, I held her in 

my arms as her idiot roommate snored, in 

her first floor room in Runkle Hall, & we 
quietly sang along to the Ren & Stimpy 

tunes issuing from her boom-box. So, thy 
Kingdom Come: Pd left home, lost the monkey 
on my back, moved on. Cheltenham was 

done. Lansdale transplant Kelly to me instantly meant 
that a vast, vital, genuine universe existed & 
was available to me & my art: no boundaries, 
no rules, no limits. Even Ren & Stimpy 

sang out from the opulent side of excitement, 
opportunity, adventure. The end of the elegies. 


Black Box 


When theater-ace Terry trooped down that staircase 
into the bowels of the Theater Building, 

on the fringes of North Halls, I noticed 

he (it seemed) felt nothing. For me, it was like 

a plunge into empty nothingness, some 

infernal realm of inversions; several 

times I almost fainted. The Black Box 

theater space was always mobbed on 

those Thursday nights, not far from 

midnight, where Terry reigned as secret 

Outlaw Playwrights king— officious, daring, 
beneficent or malign, as the mood took him; 

& as Justine Caskey traipsed past me in the line, 
vulpine teeth glistening in the fluorescence— 


Justine, who we referred to as “Caesar Girl” 
around North Halls, for making Caesar salads 
for herself daffily in the dining commons. 

I spent an uncomfortable few months obsessed 
with Ms. Caskey, whose eyes stretched 
lugubriously across a pinched, cadaverous 

face. Was she a witch? Did she worship Satan? 
Did she know who I was? Yet here, Terry 
didn’t think she could act, & that was all that 
mattered. As I did my apprenticeship, Terry 
decided I couldn’t act but write. I began to 
spew out one-acts, working my way assiduously 
up the ladder to him. A dispensation of God- 
like power— to see my work staged— was at hand. 
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Architecture and Levitation 


The subliminal nature of architecture— 
demonstrating, for the human brain, what 

space is, how it might be saturated, without always 
obtruding upon our consciousness— as I 

drove around King of Prussia on those 

brooding semester breaks, a subtle sense of 
enchantment grew, hinged to what my 

future might hold, as one who writes. King 

of Prussia Mall, Tower Records, random 
commercial strips with record stores, restaurants, 
even the bus station where I was claimed 

at the inception of the break, were all planned & 
executed to manifest a sense of levitation, 

& left my brain somewhere in the world Other, forever— 
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Statler & Waldorf 


Because I was later to learn what a composition was, 

it is easy to see, in hindsight, that downtown State College 

was composed of two parallel streets, College & Beaver 

Ave. Always festive, even during cold months, to be on 
Beaver on weekend nights. Beaver featured normal businesses, 
bookstores, record stores, art supply stores, coffeeshops, 
interspersed with high-rise apartment towers, in which each 
apartment came equipped with outdoor porch. That’s how 

the festivities on Friday and Saturday nights got ignited: 

what the Brits might call punters perched themselves on 

their porches, beers prominently placed in hands, to rubberneck 
as action passed on the pavement, particularly girls. Beaver 
thus, pulsed with action. The posse I was part of from North 
Halls also included Daniel, my running buddy from Harrisburg 


suburb Renovo, a glutton for independent rock music, occult 

adept. The arc of one achingly cold night, towards the end of 795, 

was disrupted, when, as we approached, we scoped that a skirmish 
was breaking out between a group side-walked & the Statler & Waldorf 
stooges hogging a second-floor balcony. Statler suggested that an 
intervention might be necessary. Waldorf reinforced. Action, including 
us, stopped. The two pugnacious a-holes who emerged from 

the first floor doors, you would not believe. Especially that they 
appeared ready to fight, bringing their beers with them, as though 

a beer buzz fed their blundering fronts like Gaelic war-paint. 

Daniel & I crossed glances, hurried our group past the moppet- 

mad malarkey. They hurled a few insults at us, too, Daniel 

made vulnerable by the quirkiness of a green tweed winter 

coat. The whole street throbbed with strange life. Sans center. 
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Silly Putty 


The brave-hearted poetics of sex— 
possessed, possessive of impulses 
to fling one’s self into another, 
then fling one’s self into a world 

in which things turn into, become, 
other things— the first thing I 
think of is State College, the dim 
recollection of screwing Jennifer 
on the Old Main lawn, dusk of 

a long day in May— where I was 
was where I wasn’t, as Jennifer 

also was, wasn’t, chiaroscuro comes 
into us in the idea of durations— I 
had no idea, in sex & metaphor, what could die. 


Just for the insanity of her, & why, 

Jen remains a surprise, & the wildest of my wives. 
A self-possessed, pixilated individual, 

stacked like a Playboy bunny, mad as a hatter, 
refashioning class like it was silly putty, 

we bonded at the crotch like two young bunnies, 
just for her to be a mother, just to make silken-soft 
the bitterness of a broken life in the sticks— 

the stigma of trailer-trash insignias, which here 
camouflaged as lower-middle before my naive eyes. 
The pill she was purportedly on was more 
camouflage— I forgive her now because she 

had no choice, backed under trailer wheels. 
Corn-rows fell on her, & dirty deals. 
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Dosed 


An idyllic summer was supposed to unfold: Jennifer 
in place, scenester sublet secured. A State College 
dynasty scenario. Even if the scenesters here, State 
College’s hippest townies, seemed slightly sinister. 
How it was I found myself hurled into empty space, 
upwards but torturously so, as the kids on 

College Ave. turned into vampires & I cringed 

from fearfulness of too much eternity, I didn’t know. 
A shudder in the loins then was Jennifer, 

her possible life, taken care of, from the modest 
security of a carpeted floor in the South Atherton 
Street sublet. When she left, I prowled the room, 
shocked & staggered by the presence of spooks— 
the brain-based whirligig drove spikes, sickly green & blue— 


entered my aura. Those who poisoned me were 
poised. The flat was a curved Titanic. When 

I tried to eat, I was chilled by knives having 

their own aura— what they could do to human 

flesh chimed out of them, malign. What I was 

eating was shit. Chattering voices sounded devilish— 
I tried to discern if they were aimed at me. Every- 
thing, all daily fodder, shuddered with double, 

triple, quadruple meanings; every surface was 
incinerated by a sinister beneath. The whirligig 

was a scum inferno dosed into my brain; everywhere I 
looked, spun flame could suddenly scorch me. 

Cast up into brutish, bloody air, I could only wait 

for time to scrape the scum from me again. 
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The Scarecrow 


He glowered at me, in my acid-cracked, demented dream, 
from the front of the Strawser trailer, with disdain, 

as if to spit, “I don’t know who you think you are, 

Mr. Field, but the place you’re in here is the wrong one. 
No one here marries outside the maze, the marriage 
matrix we've made, & woe betide the marriage made 

on the back of the two-backed beast. You thought 

we'd be forbearing? That pitch-fork up your ass— 

that’s our forgiveness.” He didn’t need to say it twice— Jen & I 
tried to make a reasonable case for ourselves, 

failed, as the scarecrow sneered. I slugged sleeplessly 
through several days of this, as Liverpool’s cadets 
collaborated with the scarecrow on a menacing 

chorus. Jen & I would have to sing someplace else. 
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Season in Hell: White Candle 


Once, if we remembered rightly, our life was 

a feast at which all hearts opened & all wines 
flowed. Now, we found ourselves reduced, as 
the unmade bed in room 510 became a symbol 
of disorder in our brains, separately & together. 
This was our last stand, to & for each other— to 
prove, beyond reasonable doubt, what forever 
could mean to a boy & girl, partitioned first from 
each other like Romeo & Juliet themselves, now 
free from our clans to not accept our respective 
conditions. Sleeplessly, we fucked living hell 

out of each other, with desperate, animal 
intensity, man & wife welded together in white 
candle wax, singed into perpetual melt, resolved 


into loose fluid. The web around you, Jennifer— 
schemes, starvation—if they never knew the woman you 
became there & then, in a hotel bed in State College, 
amid summer throngs— you & I knowing would have 
to be good enough (me taking twenty-five years to see 
it), our bodies burning in Elysian fields. O witches, O 
misery, O hatred, we entrusted nothing to you at all, 
even as guns were lined up for our excoriation. Walled 
in on all sides, you left it to me to demonstrate your 
wifeliness to the world. I am not merely pleased to 

do so— the white candle of our non-immolation 
stands in a state of perfect & perfectly lit equilibrium 
in the corn-fields behind what used to be your 

trailer, the perfect image of our marriage, war— 
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September 


There was a shooting on campus— a young, 
militant, girl cadet slaughtered someone from behind 
a bush on the Hub lawn. The campus panicked 
briefly, then returned to stupefied stolidness. Word 
went round that she’d been a waitress at the Diner; 

I tried to remember if Pd seen her before. Jennifer 
complained of abdominal cramps, nausea. It had 
been decided— her family didn’t like me. Yet we 
continued to make love as though our siestas would 
go on regardless. It would’ve been useful to know 
then what I know now— Jennifer was dealt a hand 
which determined her imminent departure, from me 
& State College, forever, of which I knew nothing. 

It was not for us to choose anything. Or even something. 
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The Bends 


Carrie, a pretty brunette with worn-out eyes, was 
another obvious small-town siren, & was stationed, 
strangely, right across from Jen in Leete Hall. My 

young mind was naive about such things. I bothered 

to flop from a murky marriage into another bed, oblivious 
to my own all-consuming confusion. Nights knee- 

deep in discomfort, Carrie my accomplice, I slipped 

into nothingness & no-man’s land. Jen & I had 

the shotgun marriage ended for us, & oh what a shotgun 
it was, & a pregnant one. That much, I sort of knew. 

But Jen had disappeared completely. Carrie & Jen 

both knew some score, in a game which had yet to be 
introduced to me— my part was to be passed from 
hand to hand, as a shared asset, jinxed by the inscrutable. 


18 


Gothic 


There’s no safe way to say it: Carrie liked 

being beaten. The rape fixation is one I 

couldn’t satisfy. Poverty begrimed eyes more 
starkly, deathly blue than Jen’s, jet-black 

bangs a Gothic translation of Jen’s golden 

ones, I couldn’t give her what she wanted, 

not well. So, the night our wars took on flesh, 

I found myself strained, poked into being 

pushy, pushed myself into aggression which 

wasn’t really in me to express. Spaced, in a nowhere 
space between her legs where I both was 

& couldn’t be, the light in the dorm room 
remained on, made garish an engorged sense of horror 
we both had: I did it. A Gothic incision: doom. 


Something gloomy about small towns, small town 
girls: macabre undercurrents follow them around, 
amidst the farms, lakes, forests, extended foliage. 
The grim reaper likes forests as much as cities, 

& the naked flesh of small-town nubiles is as 
Hawthorne’d as an even more abject Hester Prynne. 
Cobwebs, soot, mud, grease, blood— it’s all 
smeared on the two-backed beast, when & if 

it happens there. Now, it had happened to 

me twice running— suburban, well-situated, 

unused to being blood-drenched, ripe to hit 

my head on rocks. Jennifer made loud noises 

to cover the anguish. Carrie waited darkly 

to be punished. The seed-carrier was ignorant. No bliss. 
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Defiance 


I see her occupy the back of a motorbike: complicit 

in the destruction of established orders, expressive 

of the willful imposition of the defiant on any 
alternative life-path. The front’s only half a curmudgeon. 
The road is slick with moisture. If they hydroplane, 

you can say goodbye to my own future life. Yet 

she’s quiet at PennCrest, stubbornly resistant to 
attempts to draw her out. She’s his girl Friday more 

than wife. Real marriage hovers in the future as 

a homing beacon, against the ravages of too many 
deal-related parties, intermediaries imploring her 

to step back, climb on his loaded lap, the one & only. 
Body/soul unity haunts her waking hours, a vision 
inherited from the Renaissance shakes her semi-addled brain. 


The most crucial future comrade migrates from flat to flat, 

the length of Manhattan; saved from school’s repetitive 

rigors, yet awkward against others more normal. As is 

often the New York spin, there is no getting close. Kids 

come & go. She’s got the pluck, as is ascertained, to paint 

what she wants. The most difficult forms flow easily 

out of her, as though she were a weird, wortisome windup 

doll to defy the lightness of touch used to lighting up 

the New York art firmament, a gem for someplace else, 

not dust-binned yet, but close. Half-noticing, she also 

imposes a posture of defiance on her life, wired into willfulness. 
Day-to-day, the grind is to take the advanced forms, find 
somewhere to migrate with them. The vision behind is crystal. 

I was destined to defy the motorbike with paper piles, marriages. Right? 
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Harrisburg 


Well, Stephanie, I thought, here 

we go again. You're here, in Harrisburg, 

by accident, right? I would’ve noticed by 

now if you were going to Penn State. So: 

here she was. Blistering sunlight singed the bus 
terminal, my cheap luggage. I flashed back to senior year: 
everyone giggles at the exclusive soirees 

held at her mansion. Ted gets booted one 
Priday night after fifteen minutes, never 
recovers. Chris & I maintain a disrespectful 
distance. Does she know something we missed? 
Only how to try to occupy the class-center, fail. 
Now it’s surveillance time for the infidel. 

Is it not for the know-it-all to go to hell? 


“as if, Adam; as if I had any idea how to handle 
‚yon, or us, or what Cheltenham had turned into 

by then. You: always special, always different, 

always such a fierce disruption against our lives. 
Remember— I never liked you much anyway. 
There’s no room for special people where I 

come from. What's special is the order of 

who gets placed where when, & why. So, as I 
followed you out that stupid door, it’s with 

no special anything. Philosophy? Where I 

come from, its this: where you come from is 

who you are, whether you like it or not. Y ou 

were lower than us, lower, & still are, you little shit— 
& that luggage you had was pretty cheap, wasn't ite” 
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Central Pennsylvania 


I. 

It worked: Pd won the lottery. Pd locked myself in 

the bedsit flat, still North Halls, beat my head 

against the walls. It was now or never, to pass 

the comprehensive exams which might conclude 

my apprenticeship. What emerged was, for the first 
time, an authentically real, authentically original 

voice. The Beats in there, Symbolists, Montreal, 

but, in the end, it was really g00d, & really me. 

That I had only three years of college credits to my name 
was not a crippling disappointment. I could finish 

the BA somewhere else, later. Happy Valley’s spring 

of ’98: gorgeous days in a golden string. Beckoned 

by recurring thoughts of sublet dynasty, I re-occupied 
South Atherton Street in May, down the block this time. 


I. 

No longer inchoate, I was the charmed inhabitant 

of an enchanted landscape, settled in shifting winds in 
the heaven of poetry’s gravel-paths. My inner vision was 
of ebullience, & Central Pennsylvania as a mighty 
mind— a million shades of green. Now, for a few 
months, this small college town was representatively, 
legitimately my possession. I consumed College Ave. 
as though it were nitrous, diploma made of universe. 
As West Nittany Ave. emerged from South Atherton, 
I surveyed the precious papers, which for me were 
drenched in the ecstasy of tears, terror, & tremors 
transcended. Plays were staged. I was brain-branded: 
writing was to be my metier. It would make me a man. 
What Jennifer had seen, said, now could stand. 
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Perfect 


The poster of Monroe, dousing herself in 
cologne, was you, yourself, again— had to 

be perfect, as you said; as Jennifer was you, 
yourself again, perfectly, as didn’t need to 

be said, couldn’t have been anyway, then. 

I imagine you, wandering down to that dank 
basement, with a sense of symmetry in your 
brain about what had been, would be. By 

the time it was time, your hair had darkened, 
but the core of you remained bright, as bright 
as it had been in the house on South Atherton 
Street. It was your turn to cut down the middle, 
offer up your vision of perfection to a man who 
appeared to you more than a curiosity— sharper. 


The shock of making love amid a sea of paper, 
piles upon piles— my own vision of perfection 
had arrived, on the wings of the Symbolists, as 
they were me, myself, again, etc. The space we 
were able to inhabit that autumn, a from-here 
armistice season against Hell, couldn’t last, but 
we didn’t need it to. Rather, if we cut into each 
other at the right angles, a fossil shell imprint 
would be left on State College, & the whole world; 
pungent, starkly ravishing enough to last our 
own un-watped version of forever. So it has 
been for me. As to where & what you cut down 
the middle of, as we speak— we'll see if I’m 
pure enough to know anymore, Emily. Maybe. 
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Voodoo 


From my second-floor sublet on 

West Nittany Avenue, I’m sure you 
looked out at autumn State College with 
a mystical sense that your spell was being 
cast: hydrochloride pot, cigarettes, 

the rest that was you, splayed out in 

a posture that, somewhere, you had 
already mastered; the spell was against 
all the run-in-circles crew, “sororisluts,” 
footballers, frat-packs, the anti-human, 
anti-humane; what sutured our skin 
together ripped them to shreds, in 

your mind, as it was cast out (black 
mattress); using voodoo I missed, bewitched. 
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To Happy Valley 


The State College townie kids, bound 

to Happy Valley, got their kicks where 

they found them, gave off an air of 

ennui shot with doom (human life 

having granted them no escape valve), 

yet were accommodating to me. On 

what it means to look around a small 

town, and know that it is everything to you, 
encompasses all you are, Lords over you 
confining curses: to trip with these kids was 

to understand these limitations, the magic 

& the agony. Lisa smirked, skinny in her boots, 
hair cut short but for the one fringe over 

her left eye, & passed me water for the E high— 


Lisa— after twenty years, the bathroom, 

you remember, in The Coffee Cellar, 

was all black, with a wide mirror. 

Stoned, I dragged you (sweet sixteen) in there 
to see if I could kiss you, wrapped in 

black leather pants; you banged in 
two-inch-high boots, tawny hair-fringe 

there, over your eye. I got the kiss; we ambled 
out hand in hand; wound up back in 

again. You made me vow to you 

something I can’t remember. How 

townie girls talked— Pd nod, get lost. 

But the womb-space was complete— 

we were safe, ascendant into space, hopeless— 
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II. Aughts Philly 
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The Painter 


The compact red book I ran around with: 
Crowley’s Book of the Law. I was goaded 

into knowledge that a reckoning was at hand. 

An archetypal Goddess had manifested as 

a tactile reality in my life. An image had been 
seared into my mind; a painting called The Vessel; 
it was hers, & yet I was a married man. The only 
path forward that tempestuous autumn of ‘01 was to 
cheat. The book laid down a gauntlet of what 

it meant to act in the world with a genuine sense 
of destiny; to be a man who had the mettle to be 
a real force of nature. She knew, my wife, that I 
had been possessed, & that winds were blowing 
me in a new direction, towards the forbidden. 


I had, it seemed to me, no choice. The night I 
spent with the painter, in a studio in PAPA, I 
discovered what it meant to have a hinge to 
true will about matters of the heart. She kept 
paintings there, of Dionysus & Apollo, & she 
would make me a myth, too. We shared red 
wine that had the effect of being blood between 
us; our chalice was the air, the sound of water 
pipes late at night in an old building, darkened 
corridors meant to hold only us, bathrooms 
which could be used as portal-ways into starry 
worlds. As I gathered steam, I felt the book 
hover in the air as well, a piece of text writ in 
boiling blood, pummeling towards spring. 
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The Studio 


The vista which then opened was one I never 
could’ve anticipated in the Nineties— the PAFA 
campus was set as a series of jeweled buildings 
smack in the center of Center City Philadelphia, 

a few blocks from City Hall. Mary was then still 

in enough good standing to maintain her own 
studio on campus. I had to sign in as a guest on 
the ground floor every time I visited. The room 
was a large rectangle, & the elongated back wall 
was one big window, looking out on the western 
progression of Cherry Street, towards Broad. Until 
Mary & Abby, I had no fixed notions of painting; 
now, I dived in with the frisson of one let loose in 
a wonderland. Everything about Mary was magical 


to me, & the canvases arrayed around the studio, 
largely male nudes, recumbent or not, plugged into 
Mary's fascination with classical mythology, & made 

a case for Mary as a Don Juana, a seducer of men. 
Heady stuff, & often Mary’s tales were about men 
who had posed for her. Vertiginous, but I was on 

the verge, nonetheless, of a full-on love affair, maybe 
marriage, to a women powerful enough to be called 

a Creatrix, a female goddess in the world, & I knew 

it. Sleeping with Mary meant something it never could 
with others; rather than a mere palliative, if you could 
get her to put out in the studio, you were plugging into 
a mythological web, glistening & intricate, stitching 
yourself, possibly, into history, & the come was in color— 
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Riot Grrrl 


Prize partridge around Media, Mary was also a bad 

seed or rebel par excellence. She doped & fucked her 
way in divergent directions; got dropped into hospitals; 
rode with her assumed husband on a motorbike; 

in the parlance of the times, granting complete credulity 
to her tales, a wilder riot grrrl never drew breath. 

What mattered to me was whether I had her or not. 

This remained variable, as Abby also appeared, & both 

of us caught viable action on the side. One night 

she arrived by cab to Logan Square, in frilly dress, 

hair in a bun. I grabbed her & fucked her on the floor, 

& that (somehow) was it— marriage consummated. Even if Mary 
never really got tired of moaning about my drug 
shortages— Klonopins, Ritalin. Couldn’t love be enough? 


The only one who ever drove me into delirium fits 

with jealousy, Mary was. She was adept at being 

a little lost sheep, for anyone (curator or not) to salvage 
& rescue, if I had displeased her even for a night. 

The only one who ever made me weep from pure 
obsessive anguish, so that so much of my life became 
dramatic, I might as well have been back with the Outlaw 
Playwrights. I knew now how to evaluate compositions, 
the quirks of colorations, what the Renaissance taught 

us about body-soul unity; more importantly, for me, I 
knew what body-soul unity meant when an individual 
falls in love. I cannot say, the only one I was ever in 

love with; but the deepest sense ever was, of love running 
in red blood through my veins, out of my pores, into her. 
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Starlight 


Maybe its because October nights on the East 

Coast can still be sultry; it was still reasonably 

eatly, 10:30; us three in our usual semi-stupefied 
lethargy got a rush of energy, decided to take a walk 
over to Fresh Grocer at 40" & Walnut, get some 

grub, often in short supply at 4325. I got French bread, 
Mary got vegetables for stir fry, for Abby too, & 

as we walked home what awaited us was little 

we didn’t want. We were too stoned to be self- 
consciously anything, but you can bet we were 

stared at, with our symmetrical features, sculpted 
cheekbones, & yet West Philly had glitter all over it 
because everybody hit the street simultaneously, 

we walked, levitated with everyone, & everyone levitated with us— 


the house party a few nights later was beyond 
levitational. Every young painter in Philly crowded 

into the lived-in, yellow lit kitchen to do whiskey 

shots, & drove a bunch of points home about how 

the city was now working together, firing off on all 
cylinders at once, even as Mary abstained, as usual, 
from alcohol, which took her nervous system & trashed 
it. The painters were obliging about the poet’s participation, 
as laughter ricocheted into the grassy backyard area, 
with its rusty fence, small concrete plots, placing us 

in a city space with real green in it, even as trees 

began to yellow, & as the warm weather held. 

When the door to Mary’s room shut an hour later, 

we took the starlight in with us, painted & owned it. 


31 


Live Forever 


We had it then— not just the embedded depth 

of soul love, but glamour right on the ground, 

as the formation formed by which Mary & I spent 
all of our nights together. Our route— West 
Philly to Logan Square & back— took two 
disparate locales, made them whole, out of 

a sense that they were meant to be wed, just 

as we were; Logan Square with its sleek, modish 
urbanity, West Philly with its rusticity, climbing 
ivy, plus the obvious inversion of a well-worn 
media cliché against it. By New Years Eve, 2003, 
there was so much gaiety in the air, we’d pierced 

a hole in the obdurate, obtrusive surface of human 
life, to find ourselves in a tropical paradise— 


I relate to it, now, as a clear demonstration that 
Heaven on Earth happens. In Abby, we had a soul 
sister; in the large co-op twin on Baltimore Ave., 

a safe haven; my flat in Logan Square created 

a different, representatively recent kind of stage; 

all were playgrounds where the dope, pills, every 
thing else was shared by all, as all of our bodies 
were for each other & no one else. The profound 
ecstasy of that New Years was that a bunch of 
artistic misfits found ways & means of being 
completely at home in the world, against constraints 
that needn’t have been there, with a serene sense 

of what it might mean to live forever. We were 
right, then & there, to be who we were, & we knew it— 
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Genius Loci 


West Philly swung, night by night, around all of us. 
I couldn’t not notice— Diana was delicately gorgeous. 
She spent lots of time in the room next door. 

One night, deep into the wee hours, & as 

the entire house tripped (taken off, it 

seemed, into distant universes, sucked into 

black holes, or even flipped the switch into 
primordial ooze & chaos), I swung dumbly 

into Kevin’s open door, found Diana tripping 

on the bed, in tee & panties. As I sat down 

on the bed, all that occurred to me was to 

follow my instincts. The genius loci of that 

place & time was all about nothing else, & 

the sense that Diana, whose elegant lashes 


& sculpted cheekbones belied her wildness, 
existed as an archetype I came to worship 

at the shrine of, even as music roared from 
down the wood-floored hall, Mary & Abby 

slept on the other side. Diana’s appearance 

was an operation of sorts; how could I resist? 
Everything swings, she seemed to say, around 

me first— who was I to ignore her? Aroused 

ot not, I wouldn't dare. Not then. In that house. 
Did the harvest moon call us cheats? Now, 

in the moment, it didn’t matter. We were too 
young then, there, too stoned, too on fire to care. 
Outside, the after-hours idiots sitting in Clark 
Park’s grass-bowl toasted us, with bottles & stubs. 
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Star Child 


So, there we sat in Kim’s car, for the hout’s 

ride back from New Hope to Center City, drowsy, 
all three of us, on a bunch of laced weed, thinking 
whatever we were thinking, as Kim kept putting 

the pedal to the metal at times slightly off. We all 
could’ve been as good as dead, if we didn’t have it, 
but we did. What we had was a shared pact, into 

the air, the spheres, the universe, that whatever befell 
us at that time, that place, we would have to survive, 
because we just would. And we did. Which didn’t 
change the state of affairs, stagnant for both of us 
with Kim, not brimful of anything, so that whatever 
soporific fantasies I might’ve had, our taking her out 
to canoe on the Delaware did not result in any 


consummation, & with her forgetting her purse on 

one of the islands, where we got even more trashed, 
forgot about this, the ride home, Kim’s reflexes, how 

the rest of our lives depended on something not proven, 
trustworthy. The two buddies had brains circling 
similarly, nothing to worry about, go with it, understand 
your invincibility, it’s there if you believe, it just is. 

Where shields like that come from, I don’t know, but I 
will say— exclusivity is the rule. You only depend on it 

if you know it’s there. Off the two of them went, into 

the late afternoon sun, after dropping me off in Logan 
Square. Somewhere, a frequency in the sky consolidated 
itself. Gaetan didn’t look like a star-child then, but he was. 
His magnanimity, more than a lion’s, granted him more than nine lives. 
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Stoli 


There was a rightness to it, a dozen of us 

sitting around in a circle, mostly naked, to celebrate 
Gaetan’s birthday. The Stoli bottle circulated, taking 

us to a place transmuted into the right kind of 
drunkenness, even as a few yards away, through 

thick insulated walls, South Philly churned in its 

filthy bowels as usual, ready to toss the game for 

the rest of Philly, also as usual, leering that any interested 
party could imbibe the right way here, get a new game 
on, see if we could handle the rawness, realness, 
righteousness of being naked on what was shag 
carpeting. This, a room otherwise unfinished, littered 
with instruments, amplifiers, speakers, not many amenities 
to mollycoddle the posh. The bodies of all & sundry 


had ways & means of being posh anyway, Anastasia 
clipped from a Victoria’s Secret catalogue, heart-stopping 
as a Jersey born & bred vixen could be, calculating 

as Springsteen’s Candy. I wanted to be wild, had a lot 

to learn. By the time the bottle reached me, I had, also, 

a lot to prove. I was compelled to say to this crowd, I 
belong with you. Not that anyone noticed me in particular, 

or were reserved if they did. In any case, I drank seven 

or eight shots of Stoli at once. After a fifteen minute 

daze of utter ecstasy, which was able to unfold itself 
because I did it, Pd been approved, I knew I was in 

here the right way, I knew (also) I’d be sick if I stayed, so I 
quietly put on my clothes, staggered out into the autumnal 
mud of 13" Street, just north of Ellsworth, & my own circle closed. 
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Gratis 
for Mike Land 


Spring 05: I swung a drunken loop from 

the warehouse space back into the Highwire 
Gallery itself— throngs of hipsters milling 
around, whiskey, wine disappearing from 

the little island space situated near 

windows picking up western sun- 

light, as night descended on Cherry 

Street, with an ambiance of anticipation. 
When anything can happen in human 

life, nothing usually does— what coalesced 
here, art mania, was manna to us. Avalon established 
eye-contact; off we pranced to the stairwell— 
Mike Land grinned lasciviously, as usual, 

& polished off a beer he’d received gratis. 
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New Jersey Blood 


I. 

The first bedlam-infested Free School show: 

I caught Jeremy doing his reconnaissance routine, 
ribbing audience to leave. I didn’t realize 

then who Jeremy was, where he came from 
(South Jersey), & why he worked, in Philly, 

to stay (& remain) small. The Highwire shows 
were too high for his, & Jersey’s, leveled lowliness; 
who had no recourse but to (hostilely) spy on us. 
New Jersey squirmed, itchy for its children; 
Jeremy slunk back, wine in hand, began snapping 
pictures again. As he knelt to get a special 

angle on Mike Land, who stood reading at 

the podium, I remembered Avalon as a teenager, 
New Jersey at midnight— waves into emptiness. 


II. 

The dirge droned over the dimly lit dance 

floor, “Stop Me If You’ve Heard This One Before,” 

& Tara, a bowl-headed Jersey redhead, heaved 

against me. Suburban Jersey slowed her pace 

like a sprained ankle; tall tales, excuses abounded 

of potential husbands, other elaborate entanglements, 
making it dodgy to take her too seriously. 

She sought ins with us; we always said yes; 

yet we bled something out of her style & self-possession. 
Mike Land, who (oddly) was no dancer, drank 

our grungy group under the table, in a short-lived joint 
off of Rittenhouse Square— Tara made 

a gesture to her girlfriend to step outside. “It’s 

a conspiracy,” I kidded Mike, “bring on the shots.” 


37 


Unhinged 


Because anything went at the Highwire, because 
Gaetan had a vaunted place, as Mary & Abby did, 
because Gaetan was intermittently one to travel 

with an entourage, no one was surprised to find 
Anastasia, with her crew, pacing the polished wooden 
floors, knocking back red wine, huffing nitrous, 

& putting up the requisite inaccessible, impervious 
front to those foolhardy enough to believe they could 
approach her. I, for instance, knew the ropes, & had 
too much to do anyway. Except, at some point in 

the night’s festivities, all the junk in Anastasia’s brain, 
everything frozen, lazy-loafing, shy of approach, all 
the nights spent following other people around, waiting 
to be signaled, signals sent back registering ranking, 


caught up with her at last, & she exploded. Gaetan 

was exasperated to find her sitting in one of the windows 
of the gallery’s west-facing façade, threatening to jump. 
Gaetan was a cool customer, but hit him with something 
unhinged, he would go into warrior mode, brusquely 

brush off those inexpert, & set to work. We all watched 

as Gaetan leveled with Anastasia, whose drunkenness 

was not helping her, leading her to understand that 

the situation was hardly hopeless. She had a real life, 
friends, purpose, & everyone here cared about her. 

The party, as an entirety, you would think ceased, yet 

it did not. Not all the revelers realized the drama unfolding. 
Even those who did drunkenly chose to trust Gaetan. I 

did too, was right to. Philly fixed Jersey that night, as was its wont. 
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Side-Armed 


She said, undressing, to love is to be 

an orphan hiding from a hurricane in 

a church made of glass. Impractical, I 

said, & I don’t like metaphors in bed 

anymore, in my old age, any more than I 

like spiders. Then, as we made love, she 

said, you’re an orphan, hiding from a hurricane. 
Oh, I said, are you a church made of glass? 
Well, she said, I’m a little cracked, aren’t I? 
Outside, cars slithered by, oblivious, exhaust 
fumes tingeing humid summer air. You’re 
cracked alright, & so is your sister, I see— 
baited her to collapse onto my chest, 

throwing stones from my glass church, side-armed— 


so, she had me on her chopping 

block. A month later: the City Hall court 
yard blazed with summer heat. We 

were over, that was it. She wanted, 

she said, some order & discipline in 

her life. Chinatown simmered under 

out feet; I looked (futilely) for a Go 
board; she bought some incense. She 
turned quickly, I tried to kiss her; she 
resisted; it was close. Two brains tried 

to coalesce into one, about love & us. 
Epochs passed; I've got order & discipline 
right here, in these lines, Ruth. I trust 
you understand. Much of the rest is dust. 
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September Heat 


Sultry September: we warily followed a bar-hopping 
party back to a twin near City Hall, under 

an aegis which was not for us, & which 

included our enemies. Thus, dirt & grime came 
down, settled on our backs. Now, I blame 

a sense of excess which was just the Aughts; 

I got used to knowing a step up on a Philly 

ladder could be a step down. They were 

snorting coke in a room upstairs at this 

party, and, it was rumored, playing Russian 

Roulette. The pistol (I saw) had a silencer on it. 

I looked upstairs again, from the landing, at a greasy light. 
September shadows cast an eerie glow of nowhere— 
someone pushed past me, frankly, to join the affair. 
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The Dare: Eighteen Months 


March sun gathers then loses momentum, sets 
over Pine Street. The DJ ducks north on 10", 
into a normal-looking row-home: more free 

dope in an untenanted wasteland— bathroom 
cabinets full of it. It’s worth noting to him, six 
months in, that the Sword of Damocles doesn’t 
hesitate to make its presence felt, even with tunes 
& other pleasant buzzes in the air; even with girls, 
crowds, press, compliments, the way they dance 
for his sets. Yet, he took the dare. This is the life 
he wants. The hangman’s noose at the end can’t 
matter. The noose is as teal as this is: not for him. 
He’s being trailed: what he takes is being counted. 
He knows. Another chilly knife-edge night. Why not? 
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Crowned 


The routine social maintenance of our domain— 
another drunken night at McGlinchey’s, eyes & ears 
to the ground as usual, broken then only by your 
arrival. It must’ve been Nick who met you first, 

I don’t remember, but I saw you were fixated on 
him. Hannah: novelist, politico, of course, but looks which 
teetered ambiguously into divisiveness for those 
who knew you— heavy brows, wavy hair, tall, a bit 
tomboyish, also, but articulate, a charmer, & yet I 
registered the sense that if I ever got you, it would 
be something gratuitous, a surprise, because closed 
seemed to be the fortress, & choosing Nick seemed 
to betray a masochistic streak. That night, his front 
swelled visibly with your arrival— I stepped back. 


You were, must’ve been, I later realized, underwater 
somehow, surveying currents, examining the wildlife, 
surreptitiously & invisibly carving a watery path to me. 
I had only what the male of the species always has— 
the equipment to complete your circuitry, potent or 
impotent in any time or context, waiting latent to 

take our moment, make it crescendo through the reef, 
weed, rock, as though destined, written into ocean’s 
records an eternity ago, when all life dwelt in the ocean, 
all encounters occurred in resplendent semi-darkness. 
And all this still sitting with the gang at the Glinch, 
holding your own with a bunch of macho punks, who 
were taking something in Philadelphia by force, me 
selected silently, the tomboy an Ocean Queen, crowned— 
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Undulant 


Pd made plans to meet you in Bar Noir 

on 18th; you were there; we drank. What 
happened after that, in the Logan Square 

flat, is that in defrocking you knocked over 

an antique lamp bequeathed to me by my 

aunt in Mahopac. Serendipity, I thought, 
stunned then into silence by your bedroom 
élan. Outside, a sultry night simmered; this 
night of all nights, scattered green glass littered 
my bedroom floor, & I finally got taken, past 
liquor, to what eternity was only in your mouth— 
as though you’d jumped from a forest scene 
(ferns, redwoods), a world of pagan magic, 
into a scene still undulant with possibilities— 
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Denouement 


Of all possible resolutions, I remained innocent, 
transfixed by your sexual power. I naively hoped 
we'd hook up again, bolstered by soul material 
which took you seriously as sister & lover. As I 
unveiled the public highlight of our Mid-Aughts 

run (actual press attention, significant amounts of 
money involved), I was undone that you’d already 
latched onto another, not against any grains of 

what we’d established, which was just cacophonous 
frenzy, heavenly but inchoate, but still painful as I 
swam some very worldly waters, sleazed & slimed. 
Was it even you anymore? You took the podium, 
began your screed: here’s what Philadelphia could be. 
For me, we'd already realized an ideal Philly, limpidly 


set as an expression of the ecstatic, in an enchanted 
grove in Logan Square. The night proceeded from 

act to act— our enemies were taken aback— I now 
had an economy of big-boy curating entanglements. 

I knew that place— the wrong kind of underwater, 
piranhas hungrily looking for what might be real to 
tear it to shreds, offal everywhere— was not for me, 
just as (to be stern) you were not for me either. All 

the politico moves were about barnstorming fortresses 
set against you, ravishing them through pure force 
majeure. You were pure angel/demon, Hannah. Pd 
have to retreat to the back of your consciousness— an 
old conquest, not especially vaunted, burrowing down 
into holes to find reality, missing the beauty of unreality’s dance— 
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Iguana 


Sometime towards the end of the Highwire period, 

Gaetan moved into a walk-up row-home in the Teens, 

south of South Street, with an extended ensemble of 

crazy characters and, this time, a large, languid iguana. 

I had a sense of exultation, watching him linger on his 

branch, in a wire-mesh encasement area, as we toked up, 

as usual. I felt he understood who I was, who we were, 

with an uncanny, ancient means of reptilian knowing, 

not devoid of warmth, or whimsy. When Gaetan brought 

him out to roam as he wished, I could see the rapport they 

had was real. In a world in which you could be with, or 
without, he (whose name I admittedly don’t recall) was with us. 
I have, now, my branch, wire-mesh encasement area, & the rest. 
He’s remained with me. Not speaking for Gaetan, at least. 
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Flaming Red Hair 


The Last Drop lost its joe de vivre in 2009— Dani 

enforced this, acting out a script (tease/taunt/topple) 
written for her by South Philly goons. Why I’m now 
bemused by the gaucherie of Dani’s gestures— cheap, 

black, low cut dresses worn to reveal ample cleavage, 
flaming red hair styled always in plummeting cascades— 

is that in ’18, no one’s titillated by anything, let alone Dani— 
negligee stores derelict. How I pined for her on those nights 
the grim reality of the recession still hadn’t sunk in— as though 
the revelation of her breasts could deliver me from shadows 
which impinged, but (it seemed) possibly only temporarily. 
Once, in her Pine Street apartment, she bothered to walk 
around before me in a bath towel. Why was I a gentleman? 
The twist in the tale was to stick the thing in, & thus win. 
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Incarnadine 


First Priday, Olde City, autumn: I watched Abby 
seduce a curator in the Artists House Gallery, clawed 
my way past buskers & vendors, up again to Logan 
Square; up 21” Street, over to the Franklin Institute, 
out onto the Parkway, where a slight tilt will show 

you the Art Museum; back over & around, & wandered 
into my flat. The soft October warmth told me what 

I wanted to hear, for a hot minute: eternity, ecstasy, 
elevation, riding the waves on an ocean of buildings. 

A general recession of waves was latent, built into us, 
destined to pinch some of us to death, but in the end, 
it didn’t matter— Abby striped, clinging gown that 
night, leaning towards maroon & plain red, marked my 
brain as permanently made incarnadine, for her & us— 
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Portal-ways 


Was it through you, Abby, I managed to do 
Queer Studies 101? Here’s what I saw: you 
aligned yourself with bad girls, to make yourself 
look formidable, lived a life of intermittent 
lassitude & discipline, tawny head bent down 

to study coded missives you dared not decipher, 
and then the bittersweet aftermath into postures 
you earned for yourself. Girls in a row, a pretense 
for an artist of your magnitude. Was that all 

you had inside you? I wonder, but it’s none of 
my business, as the Neo-Classical portal-way 
built into your brain hovers around the Earth 

for a few centuries, and the paintings themselves 
form a row, disciplined, formidable, coded, bittersweet— 
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Glass Doors 


It isn’t difficult for me to imagine why it might 
be that, outward action done for the night, Abby 
would stand outside Mary’s glass-paneled, 
completely curtained double doors, & listen to 
us making love. All this time later, I see it as 

a manifestation-in-action of The Lost Twins, 
from Abby’s own vaunted masterpiece, rising 

to the surface of Abby’s brain, & asserting their 
presence. The male-leaning twin laughs at all 

the pushing & grunting, the sleazy cheesiness 

of what I have between my legs (she has one too), 
as though I thought it made me big in the world 
(it did not) to bang away at Mary as if the world 
depended on it. The profound dumbness of sex 


& sexual intercourse mixed with the pride of her 
own phallic presence in the world, doing an even 
more manly routine of being split, being two 
people at once, and making both of them thrust 
through the surface of human life, into art 

taken from two places, willed into brilliant 
singularity, in a way the grunting moron could 
never understand. The male-leaning twin wins. 
The real girl twin remains a coy maiden, building 
up the guts to let herself into bed with me, 

jealous of Mary’s easy submissiveness, as though 
to the manner born, of letting the man be the man, 
however dumb, & riding the waves towards twin 
peaks, rather than Lost Twins, behind glass doors. 


49 


Dresser 


It wasn’t real, was it, or maybe it was, us, 

there, together in bed, as though you were 

Mary, as though we were married, as though 

you could be her, that person, generating 

domestic sweets for your old man, he gnarled 

after a long day of fighting in the world, ready 

once again to prove potency against oppressors 

who would have us cold, limp, silent, faded 

in that beige-walled bedroom, lifted above 

the rest of the apartment, wooden dresser catching 

your eye to show up later, in a painting not related 

to me, also there as someone only partially related to me, 
searching the world as your own scout for signs of 
visible life, the dresser livelier than me, its grains, fronts— 
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Feast or Famine 


I knew the Manhattan you grew up in well indeed — 
the Upper West Side— gruesomely built of blocks 
of primitive brick & stone. But, for you, with two 
orchestra musician parents, a ticket into New York 
Bohemia, bagels & lox from Zabar’s, then nothing, 
popcorn, then back to Zabar’s. Whether feast or 
famine, no forced schooling for you, just days at 
home with paints and canvases, from a young 

age, for company, hours of repetition, breakthroughs. 
Always unease, that what you wanted to paint 

was too formal, too advanced, for the land 

of Warhol & Koons. You were ready for Philly. 
PAPA, drugs, dykes, all in preparation for 

finding it, your mind’s precious Rosetta Stone. 


Your vision grew limpid as your life went crazy— 
ensconced in the Center City beau monde, 

directing traffic, wedded to an Irish witch 

who wished you the worst in the end, every 
distillation of visual perfection in your brain 

found refulgent form, as you found time to 

fall into my arms as well, & I rode analogous waves— 
why it was all lost then was simple— the girls, 

your girls, didn’t like it. They were threatened 

by a genius they knew to be easily trounced. 

I never let you go. I still won't: the halcyon 

nights we spent remain the guiding light of 

my life, in this world & beyond, you & Mary, 

& bruises or afterthoughts be damned, Rosetta Stoned— 
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Cabinet 


The painter’s brain seeks the transcendental 

in sensuality; once it’s achieved, does the routine 
maintenance work of holding it, conserving it, 
memorizing it, filing it away in the special cabinet 

for what makes human life, in all of its squalor, 

worth living. It was taken for granted, when we 

were good, that we could give each other such a life. 
This marked place, I have a cabinet for, too. 

The places are all marked: Logan Square, for one, 

as the sunset appeared from bay windows; Liberty Place Towers 
to the right, due south; the Franklin Institute due 

north, courtyard full of curiosities. It is understood 

that these are what make up your brain: colors, 

forms, tableaus— a succession that was me for you, too. 


Sultry nights in West Philadelphia were another 
vocabulary for us— grass plots dotted the concrete 
yard beneath your window, wood-paneled floor, wooden 
dresser taking our tripped-out trysts, making them 
rustic. A poet’s brain transcendentalizes language & 
philosophy— I always trusted as secure, what 
started with you & sense. Grounded in sense, 

right there on Baltimore Avenue, was an implicit 
engagement with taking what was banal in 

the script of our consciousness, shaking it loose. 
It’s all in my own cabinet now, about shock, spark. 
No one ever gave me a better life— pathways 

from sense to oversoul-level awareness, fastening 
color to what could remain uncolored. Passions. 
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Credits 


Argotist Online Poetry— “The Studio” 


As/Is: “Two Plugs,” “Gratis,” “Shenanigans 08,” “Side-Armed,” “September Heat,” 
“New Jersey Blood,” “Tara (NJ Blood II)” 


Ink Pantry— “Starlight” 
Monday Journal: “Undulant” 
Moss Trill: “Portal-Ways” 
Otoliths: “Cabinet” 


PennSound: “The Painter,” ‘The Studio,” “Riot Grrrl,” “Starlight,” “Live Forever,” “Undulant,” 
> > > g 9 $ 
“Crowned,” “Feast or Famine,” “Portal-Ways,” “Cabinet” 


P.F.S. Post: “Genius Loci,” “Portal-Ways” 
Synchronized Chaos: “The Painter,” “Glass Doors” 


The Seattle Star: “Feast or Famine” 
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III. Miscellaneous Sonnets 
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Swiss Army Knife 


Lizzie enlisted her Swiss Army knife, 
started sawing away at my arm as I arranged 
my rock collection in our dirty basement, 
which she was visiting. Joanna dozed in 

the corner. As she saw first blood, Lizzie 
lifted up my wrist, which was being used, 

& sucked away. It so happens this, my first 
genuine affair, hit me at three, with a witch 
& a vampire who I loved, but who lived 

to rock the proverbial boat. I took her on 
rock collecting expeditions in the woods 
neat the Old York Road Little League fields, 
& she remained happy as long as her steel 
did its business, which I liked then, still feel. 
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Boston 


“T suppose he told you that I landed 
between his legs like a roguish girl... 

well, you could say it happened that 

way. You could also say he sold me 

on the idea of veined trade, or that his 
musky Scotch breath excreted wafts of 

blue bloodiness into me. You are perverse 

to ask me these things, moon peering over 
your shoulder like another rogue. For now, 
he lays upon an altar you don’t know is 
there: drunk, blue.” The director called 

cut; stagehands shuffled towards cigarettes. 

I wandered down the aisle towards the stage, 
about to land, looking for your money-shot— 


found a ticket to Boston, first-class, reservations 
for a four-star Boston hotel, invitation for an 
audience with a Brahmin princess. The dream, 

I thought, continues, as I saw you sit on the stage, 
begin to peruse a style magazine which has now 
been discontinued, & I laughed, as there is no 
fashion in a freezing New England winter, but 
your breasts, which are considerable, do get extra- 
perky, & when you try to sit on my face, I just 
might let you. As for your old rival, she’s got 
wings to star in a musical over in Cambridge, 

a version of Guys & Dolls they’ve got going. 

It’s a sparkling scene in every direction; an epoch- 
making time. The cage has sixty-nine layers of gild. 
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Frequencies 


I. 

Were at our most bestial when threatened not 

with hatred but indifference; what our blood wants 

is reaction of some kind.” New Hampshire night, 

out own reaction, you pliant, penetrable, laid out beneath me as 
flies fidgeted our room, pirouetted moist air, but 

we sank beneath bestiality to do just what indifferently 
we wanted, beneath our glut of blood, so the summoned 
beasts might react with this: ripped limb from limb, 
buried in low-lying Virginia swamp marsh, given what 
aphorism is only got in extinction, darling, as I quote 
what you said at the bar before. In other words, they 
hated us. The one-night stand wouldn’t matter if your 
brain didn’t have the right words in it: stories, sequences, 
slammed-down metaphors of a singed self. Frequencies. 


Il. 

As the world between her legs tightened around 

her, what she saw in bed with me was stark: okra, 
stamens, roots, all that in nature coalesces in erect 
growth; and a shadow father bent, then erect, then 
bent again, perverse from amassing wealth in a world 
whose submissiveness poisons him. Beneath the sultry, 
wooded surface, what I saw was a semi-frightened 
animal, along for an all-night ride (gruesomeness of 

4 a.m. New Hampshire sun), knife thusly thrusting 
into the backs of everyone around her, managing 

to have stamina enough against constraint to take 
what she was taking. The mattress thumped: above, 

an angel was unable to conceal laughter, understanding 
it was all in the script, including the garish sun’s leer. 
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State of Grace 


Grape soda bottle on the desk; wind, out of 
Eleusis, shut the door. Our clothes came 

off; your limbs spun like spokes. I peered 
outside; it was light. New Hampshire summer 
sun, four a.m. Poets to face at breakfast. 
Workshops to sit through, lectures, but I 
knew Id never have you the right way 

again, or any way. We’d done the thing 

once we'd been meaning to do, so as I 
stepped from the window, gazed at you 
dozing, naked, I thought to myself, maybe 
that’s what amounts to a state of grace— 
you’re given something once, fully, so 

that you may be satiated with it, & that’s it— 
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Luggage 


The luggage carried by refugees from wealthy 
families was laid beside the bed we occupied, to 

do our dance. I saw it, in the middle of the action— 
black leather, names embossed in gold— tried 

not to notice that it was sentient. It was telling you, 
for the duration of our tryst, all the ways this was 

a betrayal, to sleep with someone of inferior caste 
status, with horrible consequences. When a severed 
head popped briefly out of a suitcase, it reminded 
you, red-tongued, the debt you owed could never 
be paid back, the grisliness you visited upon your 
clan could never be rectified. All the severed head 
looked to me like was roses with thorny stems, tied 
in a knot— you saw the real deal. Amidst the grotesquerie, 


what we appeared to be making— love— was somewhere 
in the mix, threading our limbs together, without, this 
time, ostentation, & with the wistful recognition that 
repetition was unlikely. Where was the love in you, Mary? 
I was to learn, later, that there are no flesh portfolios. 

The love from which you can live off interest is about 
everything accrued which binds two souls together, 
everything invested mutually. For all the horrible visions 
we had as our flesh joined, I still go walking (as the song 
goes) after midnight, looking for that strain in you I 

saw so briefly— human, tender, emotional, devoted. 
Amidst so much grotesquetie, at the moment of my 
deepest penetration into all of you, body & soul, I noticed 
the breaking dawn was tolerant, the luggage gone. 
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New Hampshire 


I could’ve used you in New 
Hampshire that summer, rope- 
swinging into Contoocook River, 
dope-huffing out in the fields 

with Jon Anderson, his gang, 

your future rival (unbeknownst 

to all) tapping her feet in anticipation 
of new reasons to mope, make 
metaphor. I could’ve understood 
why it might be that your rival 

could never be your friend— 

too tense about counting her fingers, 
toes, too loose on the juice, or 
(cruelly, for all) maybe just right, simpatico? 
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Frontiersman 


I was unaware, until Jon Anderson jolted us into 

awareness, that there could be a baby version of 

a Bowie knife. The seminar room sloped upwards 

from the front; Mr. Anderson levitated, with lascivious 
abandon, above us, as the baby Bowie did its mischievous 
task of shearing one white slat of the blinds in half. 

Jon crouched like a frontiersman skinning what itself could 
have been a mischievous rattlesnake, the snakeskin a prize 

or trophy to adorn an abode not much less primitive than 

a tee-pee, the frontier half-conquered. I did not need 

a reason, then or now, to understand why the emergence 

of the baby Bowie was necessary. But I carried with me 

the brotherly love that, from Philadelphia to New Hampshire, 
affirmed that displayed force could be a necessary weapon, even among poets. 
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To Jon Anderson 


I have to laugh, Jon, to remember how 
the moon hung over the open field 
behind the river, where we all sat, smoking 
your spliffs, reciting poems, and, for me, 
checking in with the Philly squad to see 

if everything remained in place. What’s 
funny is that what we never found out 
remains the most important thing— how 
far would or did they follow you, after 

the party was over; what more could you 
make them do? Hypnotized into place, 
set in staunch motion by bells ringing all 
over the goddamned place, what gave? 
The wildness of lying in the New England 


grass, deep into the night, seemed to tell me 
we'd never find out. What you would do 
with your tribe would be your secret, ribald 
or righteous, just as Pd retreat invisibly 
from this crew back to Center City, Becky 
back to her brahmins, Talia back to Rhode 
Island, God knows where, & the rest. 
What we meant there that night was funny, 
kiddies let loose to party all night, yet 
kicked in the ass by fate to acknowledge 
that when a group creates a frequency in 
the universe, it can linger in space for 

a long time, humming its tune, smoking 

its dope, carrying the river, making it earth. 
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Assault Rifles 


Amidst other loud noises, something else emerged 

in Henniker: quiet, at first, & then deafening, yet only 
to me. Steve seemed like a quiet Midwestern kid. 
Beneath a corn-fed exterior, he had a maverick streak. 
We finalized a friendship, formed from seeing what 
we had here. This poetry plateau paraded its points 
towards a tepid center. We both felt beckoned by 

the avant-garde, its brainish insistence on seeing past 
cliché. The Internet was emerging as a new Wild West 
for the avant-garde to play around in— we wanted in. 
Chicago was Steve’s promised land. As the Aughts 
extended its parameters, as we were deadly serious 
(others, more casual in Henniker, showed off their 
money, cultivated their connections), I took the dare, 


found myself in Palatine. The Midwest impressed itself 

on me: flatlands, everything spaced at odd angles (unlike 

the East Coast’s loaded clusters), more presence, liveliness 

to the firmament (sky seemed to reach down, do a scoop), 
bungalows arrayed everywhere. Steve had ins with the scene— 
we assaulted Chicago, hungrily, which happened to be 
crawling with avant-gardists at that time. It was a dream— 

to really pierce into a foreign, unexpected city, exotically. 

No way, still, to see where it might lead. Out in Palatine, 
Steve crafted calculated moves. He produced books hewn 

of disjuncture, skewered direction, historical lampoons. 

We saw the same things happen, around the international 
avant-garde, at the same time. Our online routes were similar. 
What you did in the city was assault rifles displayed. Mister. 
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Author’s Bookshelf 


Woodshops the world round, expectation horizons have 

little to do with the heat of battle. Wood can be functional, 
decorative, not combative. Yet, there it was, coveted cubby- 
hole, grinning Christmas green, raw wood revealed inside— 

the Author’s Bookshelf, not far from the old-fashioned 

register, rewiring us to understand what it meant to read 

at Myopic Books in Wicker Park. You read here, it dictated 

to us, this place will carry your books, collected heat emanates 
from this select grouping, retail heaven is at hand, your fate 

is foretold. I am the hippest Bookshelf in the Midwest. All hail. 
This first, most primordial battle was all Steve. All we needed 
was the Myopic flag, including us. I was the first with a full-length 
available. On a grisly winter day in early ’08, the operatic vessel 
registered as goods delivered, and there I was, on the wave-crest, 


set sail on a voyage which transcendentalized our battles, made 
not belabored the sense it was all something, not nothing, 

the Bookshelf a synecdoche of the everything which could 

be done. The reading itself had been moderate. Yet, had 

the book just sat there, it wouldn’t have mattered. It moved. 
A Loyola adjunct liked the book’s title, had seen my work 
around, decided to invest. Then, months of schedule-juggling. 
Eventually, she was granted passage to teach the book, 

in classic syllabus-set company, at Loyola, get me to lecture 
for her class also, as though this journey from the Author’s 
Shelf was a normal one, standard passage. It was not. 

Still, the standout missing piece— Stacy— became the actual 
transcendentalizing agent. Stacy was not normal. Stacy’s 
obsessiveness, book-wise, was extraordinary. So was she. 
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Standing in the June Heat 


Standing in the June heat outside 

a dank, dreary Andersonville bar, 

not hustling your ass for a night in 
your apartment, how young were we? 
Had I dissolved into a post-fantasy 
version of me, potent past the little 
first edition you had me sign (Aughts 
energy, whirlwinds, celebrities, cities, 
caught up in a new century blowing 
instant nuts off instantly), or was it 
the same old Indiana shuck & jtve— 
in love, lust, life, lit, to move past 
corn is to be husked, cradled down 
into shallow graves; all selves underground? 
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Into the Dawn 


If I had made it— vodka-rocked, summer-burnt— 
from Moody’s Pub in Andersonville to her pad, 
set in an obscure part of the Loop— the mystery 
remains. Stacy had her own obscurity levels to 
deal with— the filthy rich minister’s daughter 
from Indiana, with a taste for avant-garde lit, 

& blonde goddess to boot— who had fallen 

in love with my first full-length. There they were, 
covering the plush, green-toned flat symbolically, 
as I imagine them— the good book & the good 
book, the actual bible with the bible I had 
penned for her. That, I believe, is the holy 
dilemma I would’ve uncovered, maybe roughly, 
in that flat. Not in her bed, I would guess— 


despite the resemblance to women from my past, 

I would’ve received the floor to sleep on. Leading 

us off the cliff of the cross & the cross— the one 

hung solemnly on her wall, about her childhood, 
family, heritage, money— & the one borne in her 
heart, which wanted to live as I had with Mary & Abby, 
full sensory immersion in a series of present moments. 
That’s the key to Stacy’s dilemma, universalizing 

the night’s detritus, which would’ve been the same 

had I accompanied her home or not. To unify body 

& soul is the work of several long lifetimes. 

The divided, L-shaped human race cannot conceive 

of a reality in which the books are all good. 

As a person part text, I held her all night, into the dawn. 
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Colliding Crops 


April cruelty of rain-chilly wind, six months 

until harvest— Stacy stands on the verge of 

a realm not tearless, but over tears, so that 

tears themselves form a kind of second skin 
around her, & the child to be born in cried 
out— here, I notice, is a place where I could’ve 
been no one, still have no substance, & what 
pours out of me, as I absorb the Indiana 
farm-land, is just refuse of what I’ve never had— 
this is what she writes out of. The erstwhile female 
is replaced by a raw-nerved, patterned, womanly 
archetype, solid as a silo, to be picked at by the 
little-minded for occupying space in a man’s arid 
world. Corn-rows tilt to be livid both ways. 
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Apostrophe 


Chop up text from dirty French novels, 

throw in some candy hearts, make it a production, 

all for what reason? That this was all building 

to some astonishing climax, as our bodies 

reached through envelopes to grasp with greedy 

hands desired limbs? I wasn’t sick of it then, because 

it is interesting to dance with raw desire— to imagine 
the eyes, the breasts, the sex, how they all might look 

in motion, in rapture, in the only text that really matters, 
from the safety & security of line by line, phrase by 
phrase, apostrophe by apostrophe. The letters remain, 
tied up in a pink ribbon, in files closeted, now just 
memories of limbs once animated by real heat, 

forcing language to go where it falters, where hands give way. 
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Informality 


The Philly Aughts finally gutter-balled; the party 

was over. Abby had been at the new, studio flat, 
significantly down from 21% & Race, which was, 

new or not, now itself flat, sans bay windows, stepped-up to, 
throne like bedroom space. She was miserable. 

I was pissed. She just seemed to be going around 

in circles. I scrawled, in a letter never sent, 

“You little paranoid bitch, doesn’t it ever 

bother you that you’re incapable of having 

relationships? You tell me you “feel awful all 

the time,” don’t you think there’s a reason for it?” 

As I reached back, sipped a hard drink, that rage against 
her was the last before her own skating fall into 

thin Philly ice, noxious crystal, sped up informality, walls. 
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Plain View 


There it was: it could only happen once, that I 

saw you for the last time. To take the livid, coal- 

black rings around your eyes (black rings, also, not 
surreptitiously around me-who-could-be-to-you, 

who seduced you, led you away from your girls, 

from whom the needle-injections tattooed all that 
coal), dissolve the black into the gold which was 
actually in your brain (which bid you see the world 
strangely, shapes, colors, lights, movements of them, 
with incredible vivid cleanliness, jarred into narrative 
motion, again, by split-in-half sensibilities, being twins), 
all that needs to be done is to put the paintings in 

plain view in the world & step back. Plain view is still 
plenty difficult, but ’m willing to find my own eye-rings to do it. 
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Jell-o Mold 


The Universe is a jell-o mold— 

set, yet possible to pierce through 

in novel ways, once you understand 
the script— once every possible 
change in every possible atomized 

bit of matter has set in with the peach, 
apple, pear pieces, improvise a symphony 
against the surface, just firm enough 
to liberate sense— rivers, trees, sky, 
grass, all have a way of getting there 
you'll never know— the brain casts 
itself into space, as, somewhere 
beyond the Universe, something 

eats us for dessert— tasty? 


71 


Pinned 


Rain falls on Washington Street at dawn, 

on the Schuylkill, the Four Falls building, even 

the Marriott, bringing me to a place where I 
understand “outside” and “inside” the mind 

with more vivacity as years pass, yet reach 

back across time to try to understand the night 

in State College, walking the arcade past Pattee 
Library, brain ripped to shreds, fear throbbing, 

that I lost it for a few minutes, having a soul, 

being cohesive, & wound up in a dead letter office— 
now, I want to see that hollowed-out place again, 
its contours. Yet I remain pinned, rained on, 
“souled”— over, past the Outbound Station Cafe 
& Septa, up Fayette. Trees, buildings: more eternity. 
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Kayak 


The Expressway, across the river, heaves its 

own sighs. The sky stretches like still-usable 

canvas above, & my brain moves past collage 

into triptych mode. Before, Now, After— always 

a sense that forever’s in there somewhere— 

the Schuylkill knows, can disclose. The single 

boater who stands, stretching, by the Schuylkill— 
unselfconscious, lean, muscled— if only I could feel, 
at loose-ended moments, an interior ricochet, 
lean/muscled consciousness, rather than a sense of 
being turgid, with him. He strides down the grass, 
sits on the dock. In a few minutes, he’ll jump 

in his kayak, himself head back to Philly, to somewhere. 
Pm headed for the sky, down into the river muck. 


73 


Nymphet I 


Olga danced onto the dock— I saw her jump 

topless into Lake Greeley (which sat on Camp 
Shohola’s periphery, a nightmare of grease, muck, 

& mud)— Dutch accent, buxom enough to stir 

a sailor, aimless at this boy’s camp except to 

torture one such as me. On an opposite shore, 
counselors from a rival camp often flipped us 

the middle finger, buzzed that this sexless, feckless, 
creaky-built summer hideaway for boys (soggy 
cabins, homely meals, Quaker prayer meetings on 
Sunday) was out to lunch by their own, pool-preened 
standards. Olga dunked with the other nurses; I 
waited to see her breasts bob up again, as the prayer 
meeting continued elsewhere. I sent up my own prayer. 
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Nymphet II 


How it ached to be fourteen, stretched in 

a bed of ferns deep in the woods in the Pocono 
Mountains, as my brain fixated on the woman 
in my mind, who she might be; transfixed, 
unable to disentangle myself from vagaries 

of how love and lust ricochet & resonate 
against each other. I knew for certain only 

how it hurt to grow into manhood. What she 
knows has more in it of power, control, yet 
also coldness. She sees het life, in ungraceful 
moments, as a series of swindles. Yet visions 
of graceful divinity, when she looks at the night 
sky, flash before her like lightning bolts, as do 
resonances & ricochets only charmed women know. 


Currents surround her on all sides, pierce beneath 
her skin, enter through her mouth into a hollowed 
out space searching for direction. When she has leave 
to ride, she soars up into a temple grove where 

the leaves, trees, and flowers salute her beauty, & 
where a high priest, wearing red & white garlands, 
grants her a permanent crown of radiance, from 
within the sanctity of the Earth’s own magic. But 
now, staring at a grey dusk, to be followed by a grey 
evening & morning, the currents deliver her to 

an ocean bed littered with sharp reef, flotsam & 
jetsam, & unsanctified stagnation, as her beauty 
languishes against the sense of passing cats, suburban 
traffic, brains of consumers. She stands, sits, loafs. 
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Nymphet III 


How far can she take it, her body, her looks, 
how steep will the dare be? I watch the nymphet, 
idling behind her mother in the supermarket 
line, and wonder, do an appraisal, just as she 
must be doing a self-appraisal of her own. My 
mind moves out, runs into the brain of Yeats, 
hovering somewhere in distant space. The sage 
answer he gives is simple: it depends, in any 
context or situation to befall her, whether she 
means it or not; whether she is in earnest. What 
beauty buys is nothing if not hitched to a set heart 
and brain. She looks to me, here, as though 

she means it, alright; tying her shirt in a knot to 
reveal her midriff, caressing herself restlessly 


with her hands. What’s at stake is not merely 

her body & face but her life; what it means, where 
it may go. I have to look away, but when I look 
back she’s gone. She’s left an imprint on my 
imagination about youth, possibility, eternity 
(even), worlds while they are in the process of 
opening up, which the soul can see “forever” in. 
May outside, first heat, & the revelation of what 
ricochets, here, into the ethereal. She is, I’m sure, 
in the car by now, weighed down by groceries, 
mind already past her solitary passion. My own 
solitary passion, as I walk down Butler Pike, is 
merely to register having seen something someone 
else saw (Yeats), the heaven and the hell of it, & in earnest, myself. 
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Butler Pike 


The entropy, enervation of a recession— 
consciousness rots, abraded by the obtrusiveness 
of a dull, jagged populace— I stroll down 
Butler Pike, snapping pictures of the houses, 

& the buildings penetrate into my brain, 

more than the people. Architecture is its 

own phenomenological explosion, occupying 
space inside/outside the mind, standing in now, 
for better or for worse, for the people who 
could occupy similar space— what I notice, 

as sentience emanating from the buildings, 

is that architecture is how the human race 
expresses its relationship to nature. Here, 

our choice is a sturdy yet ethereal harmony, 


formidable, eerie, which foresees who might 
occupy the houses, & yet chooses to manifest 

the ornate over the plebeian, or merely practical. 
When the ornate (the aesthetic) is set in place 

in the Philadelphia suburbs, it is an expression, 

also, of the region’s apparitional vision, relation to 

a widet world than even material nature; out 

into physical space, into the cosmos, against 

the restraining force of the earthly. So, ina 
roundabout way, I get closer to the individuals 

who have planned or charted the buildings 

through allowing them (both) to seep into my brain. 
Relationships, in recessional times, abstract 
themselves— I stretch towards acceptance, gratitude. 
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